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CWEC Analysis of: 


April, 1987 


The Proposed Student Assignment F Plan é 


Last fall, 
Wilson convened a volunteer Task Force of Boston Public School insiders and 
outsiders to look at the problems with the current method for assigning 


students to schools and to recommend solutions. 
(| the Task Force has proposed that the BPS adopt a different student 


as part of his Boston Education Plan, Superintendent Laval 


After six months of study, 


assignment plan, a variation of "controlled choice" used by several cities 
$11 to desegregate their schools. The proposed student assignment plan: 


b, assures desegregation by continuing to assign students to schools to meet 


racial percentages 
e phases the changes in gradually 


-@ grandfathers most current BPS students, that is, allows them to stay at 


their present school until they graduate from that school 


® increases parent choice 


e makes all but two elementary and middle schools---including the current 
citywide Magnet Schools---into district magnet schools, drawing students 


from across the geographic district 


e® makes all high schools into citywide high schools, enrolling students 


from anywhere in the city 


® includes kindergarten students in the process for the first time 

® opens Parent Information Centers in the four districts and commits the 
BPS to more actively informing parents of their choices 

e creates competition among schools for students and encourages _, 
administrators to seek out and recruit a desegregated student body 

@® retains the current process for bilingual and special education students. 


The superintendent will make his recommendations incorporating all, 


part, 


or none of the Task Force's recommendations to the School Committee in the 


next few weeks. 
parties to the desegregation case, 
September 1988 assignments. 


If approved by the School Committee, and later by the 
the changes would go into effect for 


[For a copy of the Task Force recommendations, call 726--6200 X 5810.] 


How Would The Proposed Plan Work? 


Three-year old Angela Keith lives 
in Dorchester and will soon be old 
enough for kindergarten. In the 
fall before Angela begins school, 
Mrs. Keith goes to the Parent In- 
formation Center in Dorchester and 
talks with the staff about how the 
student assignment process works. 
Mrs. Keith is given a list of 10 
schools in her district, based on 
her address, that she can apply 
for. She also gets a Student As- 
signment Handbook that describes 
each school, includes a picture, 
and shows the school's enrollment, 


test results, and special emphases. 


In the six weeks before she has to 
decide, the district sponsors a 
"School Expo" with staff from each 


school meeting parents and ex- 
plaining their programs. Mrs. 
Keith is interested in five of the 
ten schools she may apply for, and 
visits several during their parent 
open houses. She applies for three 
schools for Angela, ranking them 
dee 2 Sr 


When she returns her application 
form to the Parent Information 
Center, the staff reviews it and 
urges her to choose at least two 
more schools. They explain that 
ranking as many as she can 
increases her chances of getting 
one of them. After talking with 
them about her options, Mrs. Keith 
lists two other schools as her 
fourth and fifth choices. 


continued on page 6.... 


2 How Do The Student Assignment Plans Compare? 
DRDO LRtG lS: 


The Current Plan: 

@® organizes Boston's 115 public schools into 9 Districts, each with 

~@lementary, middle and high schools. 

e defines 8 Community Districts by geography. For example, Allston, 
Brighton, and the Kenmore Square area make up District 1; Jamaica Plain, 
Roslindale and parts of Roxbury make up District 2. There are 94 
Community District Schools with a total population of 42,500 students. 

@ also has one Citywide Magnet District of 21 schools with 15,200 students. 


Dies Proposed sPlan- 
e re-organizes the 115 schools so that: 
* 75 elementary schools-—--including those now in the Magnet District-—-- 

would be divided among four geographic Community Districts. For 
example, the two Districts described above---1 & 2-~-would merge into 
one, District A. The new District would have 18 schools within its 
boundaries: the 15 that are now Community District Schools and the 
three that are now Magnet Schools. 
21 middle schools would be in one Middle School District. 
all 17 high schools would be in one High School District. 
two schools---the Hernandez Elementary and the Mackey Middle---would 
remain Citywide Magnet Schools because 
of their unique Spanish language themes. 


WITH SOME RE-DRAWING OF BOUNDARIES, 
THE CURRENT ASSIGNMENT DISTRICTS 
OF 1-8 WOULD BECOME DISTRICTS A-D: 


ALLSTON € 
BRIGHTON 


BOSTON 


1& 2 would be District A 
3084 wouldspersDactra cis 
5°& 6 Woulasbe Dasctri ec 6 
7 & 8 would be District D. 
E DORCHESTER 
One middle school district and one 
high school district would be added. 


PARENT CHOICE AND STUDENT ASSIGNMENT: 


the, Curren weelan: 

e divides each Community District into small geographic areas called 
"geocodes,;" “867 “in all» across the ‘city: Each geocode is then paired 
with a specific kindergarten, elementary, middle and high school in the 
Community District, and all regular education students in that geocode 
are automatically assigned to that school. One neighborhood may have 
several different geocodes, with students assigned to several different 
schools. 

e offers parents one other choice: to apply for a seat in up to three 
Citywide Magnet Schools. Assignment to the Magnet Schools is determined 
by computer lottery, and any student in the city may apply, regardless of 
geocode. 

@® assigns most students to their nearby schools for kindergarten, as the 
court ordered in 1975. Because of Boston's residential housing patterns, 
many kindergarten classes are mostly-black, mostly-white or mostly-other 
minority. Of the 66 district elementary schools, 21 have kindergarten 
enrollments that are more than 80% of one racial group. 

@ does not maintain waiting lists for oversubscribed schools, and fills 
empty seats in the Magnet Schools only in July and January, by a computer 
lottery. There is no procedure for filling empty seats in some programs, 
such as Advanced Work Classes. 
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The Proposed Plan: 
e begins the application process in November, with a six-week period for 


parents to visit schools and make their choices. 

e between November and January, each district would also hold a "School 
Expo," where parents could meet staff and learn about each school. 
Assignments would go home to students by March 1. 

e sets up Parent Information Centers in each district to recruit and 
register students and to advise parents on their choices. The plan also 
Calls for a "clear, accurate, and jargon-free" Parent Handbook with 
specific information. about each school. 


What Else Is In The Plan? 
Grandfathering: 
The plan, if approved, would "grandfather" all students, that is, allow 
them to remain at their present schools until they graduate. The only 
exceptions would be students who are currently attending local schools for 
kindergarten; they would apply for and be assigned to a school as all 
elementary school students would. | 


East Boston: 

Because of its physical separation from the rest of the city, East Boston 
remains exempt. Elementary and middle school students may choose from any 
of East Boston's schools and will not be assigned out of East Boston 
involuntarily. They may also opt for several schools in other parts of 
District D. As with other high schools, East Boston and the Umana High 
schools will become citywide schools, Open to any student in the city. 


ee ee eee 


The racial percentages for each school~--which determine how many seats are 
available for students of each race---~would continue to be determined by 
the BPS student enrollment. Elementary school percentages would match the 
district elementary school population, varying from district to district. 
Middle and high school percentages would be the same as the citywide middle 
and high school enrollment, not counting students at the exam schools or in 
East Boston middle schools. 


School Improvement: 
Under the current plan, the school principal is assured that his or her 
school will be assigned a fixed number of students, whether or not the 


Scnool 1s effective. 


The proposed plan---because it fills schools by parents! choice--- 
Challenges principals and teachers to attract students. An analysis of 
which schools parents choose and which they don't would reveal where extra 


help is needed. 


Who Was On The Task Force? 


There were 18 members, including: Robert Corrigan, U. Mass./Boston 

Peewee separents, 2 with children Andrea Garr, Attorney | 
in Magnet Schools Jeffrey Graham, Bank of Boston 

Pseticaipals from District and Betty Greene, CPC Representative 
Magnet Schools Ellen Guiney, CWEC Director 

* The Magnet School Community Barbara Jackson, Principal 
Superintendent ‘Douglas Johnson, Mass. General 

Marilyn Kiely, Principal 

Project Manager: Joyce Grant, Linn Landraitis, CPC Representative 
Dorchester Community District Hattie McKinnis, CPC Staff 
Superintendent Thelma Moore, Community Supt. 


Anthony Abbruzzese, BPS Alan Shwedel, BPS _ 
Felix Arroyo, Mayor's Office Curtis Wells, Principal 
Barbara Corey, BPS Teacher Jack Yessayan, BPS 


The Issue: 
The current plan offers parents just two options: a seat in a specific 
District School or a chance at a seat in a Magnet School. That chance, 
however, is more apparent than real. Last spring, for their first choice, 
3,000 students applied for 1,200 seats in the ten elementary Magnet 
Schools. Though overall a student's chance of getting into a Magnet School 
was about 1-in-3, the odds differed for different races: 

* 1,900 black students applied for 653 black seats 

- 516 white students applied for 258 white seats 

* 504 Asian and Hispanic students applied for 250 other minority seats. 


A student who does not get a seat in---or who does not apply for---a Magnet 
School is assigned to one specific District School, based on geocode. 


The Proposed Plan: 
e offers increased choice for all parents: 
* Kindergarten parents enrolling their child would be able to choose from 
a list of 6-10 elementary schools (grades K~5) in their district, based 
on their address. Every parent in the same neighborhood would receive 
the same list, and each would include a good mix of schools: some 
nearby, some distant, some large, some small, some old, some new, etc. 


* Parents of grade 5 students about to enter middle school (grades 6-8) 
would be givena list of six or more middle schools from across the 
city to apply for. Grade 8 students beginning high school (grades 9- 
12) would be able to apply for any high school, though exam school 
entrance would still depend on test results. 


* Once assigned, a student would stay in that school until he or she 
graduated from that school. Parents could request, however, a transfer 
to another school at any time. 


® assigns students to their highest ranked school when possible. As in the 
current plan, assignment would depend on both seat availability and 
racial percentages. The BPS would also establish waiting lists for all 
schools so that empty seats can be filled quickly and fairly. 

@ does not guarantee assignment to any of the schools parents apply for. 
If a student does not get assigned to one of his or her choices, the 
Parent Information Center would contact the parents to discuss other 
possible options. 


PARENT INFORMATION 


The Current Plan: 

e begins its application/assignment process in April and sends home school 
assignments in June. 

@e requires that every parent fill out an Assignment Form every year, even 
if the child chooses to stay at the present school. 

e gives parents two weeks to fill out and return the form. Assignment 
Forms returned after the deadline are not considered for Magnet Schools. 

® has one School Information Center at its downtown office and distributes 
a Student Assignment Handbook every April. 

® requires no open houses or other events for parents to visit schools, 
though some schools and some districts do schedule parent events. 


The Issue: 

The current application/assignment process is designed to meet the needs of 
the school system, not the needs and schedules of parents. Beginning the 
process in April is too late; parents who are considering private and 
parochial schools must put down a deposit by March or April. Notifying 
parents in June is also too late for many to make day care and other 
arrangements for September. 


| Some Important Questions...... 


WHY CHANGE THE MAGNET SCHOOLS? 

Originally, the reasons for establishing the Magnet Schools were to: 

* attract a citywide desegregated student body by offering special 
themes and extra resources 

* offer parents an alternative to their Community District School. 


An unplanned effect, however, of having Magnet Schools and District 
Schools was the creation of a perceived two-tiered school system, 
especially at the elementary school level. Many parents have long felt 
that the only good schools were the Magnet Schools and that all 
District Schools were second-rate. 


CON de ar ~ 
Y PER Pets 


There '‘is.measurable ‘evidence, however, that many of the District 
Schools are some of the best in the system and that some Magnet Schools 
are not: ‘ , 
* The BPS has identified 14 elementary schools as "at-risk" because of 
low Achievement Test scores: 
Gematethe 65 District Schools, or 18% 
2 of the 10 Magnet Schools, or 20%. 


* Eight of the 65 District Elementary Schools, or 12%, have three or 
more grades reading above the 60th percentile, a good score. One of 
the ten Magnet Schools has similar scores, or 10%. 


* Of the 14 schools awarded a high number of BPS Impact II grants---a 
good measure of teacher initiative---eleven are District Schools and 
three are Magnet Schools. 


Secondly, a Magnet School is no longer a realistic alternative for most 
students. For many, the chances of getting in are slim. For example, 
last spring 1,734 students marked the Trotter School as Cheiresirs l 
second, or third choice school: 


* 1,473 black students applied for 131 black seats: 9% were accepted. 

= 147 white students applied for 45 white seats: 31% were accepted. 

“4 114 other minority students applied for 49 other minority seats: 
43% were accepted. 


While the Trotter School was the most popular school, a black student's 
chances at any Magnet School was not better than 25%. 


HOW WILL THE PROPOSED PLAN AFFECT DESEGREGATION? 
The final court order specifies that any new assignment plan must 
ensure that the schools are at least as desegregated as they are now. 


Currently, the BPS student population is 48% black, 26% white, and 26% 
other minority. However, because certain students are not free to be 
assigned to regular schools (those in kindergarten, the exam schools, 
and East Boston), schools have very different levels of desegregation: 

Of the 104 non-exam, non-East Boston schools (grades 1-12), 

16 are 90% or more black and other minority 

15 are between 85%-90% black and other minority 

33 are between 75%-85% black and other minority 

47 are between 50%-75% black and other minority 

3 are between 39%-50% black and other minority. 


The effect of the proposed student assignment plan on desegregation is 
not entirely Known because increased parent choice makes predictions 
difficult. Under the plan, however, students would continue to be 
assigned to schools following strict racial guidelines. 
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Mrs. Keith's first and second w g 
choice schools are very popular, 5< § S 
and the number of applicants is Soe2 = 
greater than the number of fag 2 
available seats. To determine who a 2 


is assigned, the BPS uses a 
computer lottery. Let's say that 
Angela's first choice is the 
Rainbow School. Her name is put 
into a "computer pool" with all the 
other students who mark the Rainbow 
ase their first choice 


The BPS assigns students to the 
Rainbow School from this pool until 
it is filled, with assignment based 
on both seat availability and MAY 7 1987 
racial percentages. The racial 
percentages for the Rainbow School 
match---with some flexibility--- 
the percentages of students who go 
to BPS elementary schools in her 
Dorchester district: 56% black, 24% 
white, and 20% other minority. 
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In the first round of computer 
assignments, Angela does not get a ; 
seat in the Rainbow School so she . = ate 
is automatically put into a pool 
for available seats at her second 


choice school. Again, she is not 
selected, but she does get her 
third choice. Mrs. Keith accepts 


an assignment to that school, but 
asks that Angela's name be put on 
the waiting list for the Rainbow 

School. 


If Angela had not received any of 
the five schools her mother had 
ranked~---though it is unlikely---— 
the Parent Information Center staff 
would have called Mrs. Keith and 
made an appointment to discuss 
other options. Together, they 
would have reviewed what schools 
had vacant seats and which would be 
a good choice for Angela. 


If Mrs;.Keithshad children enteritig 
middle or high school (grade 6 or 
9), she would follow a similar 


Student Assignment Plan 


§ 542-2835 


Boston, Massachusetts 02111 


process. Enrolling a middle school 
child, she would receiveyadaateor 
about 6 schools: to choose: from. A 


An Analysis of The Proposed 


student entering high school could 
app ly sfor any high ¥school inathe 
city. [Admission to the three exam 
high schools would still require 
that a student take the test.] 
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